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Exodus Lesson 2 4-5-6-7 

4:18–20. Moses’ decision to return to Egypt immediately is recorded in 
two different ways—as something permitted by Jethro, the head of the 
clan (v. 18) and as something commanded by God (vv. 19–20). It could 
be that the sacred writer wants to put it on record that Moses is fulfilling 
a divine command without contravening family custom of the time, 
which required the permission of the chief of the tribe before one left 
like this. It is worth noticing that Moses hid from Jethro his real motives 
for returning to Egypt; this is an indication that Moses did not learn the 
worship of Yahweh from the Midianites but that the initiative behind all 
these events is divine. 

4:21–23. I will harden his heart. This phrase comes up often (7:3; 
9:12; 10:1, 20, 27; 9:12; 14:4, 8, 17) but it does not mean that the 
pharaoh is any less responsible for his actions (that, indeed, is 
specifically stated in the context: 8:11, 28; 9:34); rather, it emphasizes 
the man’s obstinacy and blindness. We need to remember that the 
Semitic mind attributes directly to God (the first cause) the actions of 
creatures (secondary causes). Moreover, by being contrasted against the 
intransigent Egyptian king, God’s love stands out more; God uses the 
pharaoh’s increasing hardness of heart to show by ever more amazing 
deeds his special love for the people of Israel. 

Israel is my first-born son. The aspect of divine fatherhood, which in 
the Old Testament simply meant that there was a particularly close 
relationship between God and his people, prepared the way for the 
consoling fact that Jesus revealed: “Jesus revealed that God is Father in 
an unheard-of sense: he is Father not only in being Creator; he is 
eternally Father by his relationship to his only Son who, reciprocally, is 
Son only in relation to his Father: ‘No one knows the Son except the 
Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and any one to 
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whom the Son chooses to reveal him’ (Mt 11:27)” (CCC Par 2778–
2782).(See last week’s Handout – Israel as First Born Son) 

4:24–26. At a lodging place on the way.  This is a puzzling episode 
because it concerns superstitious healing practices which are unknown 
nowadays. (See Text Notes.) Moses falls gravely ill (this is what it 
means when it says the Lord “met him and sought to kill him” – 
remember the previously mentioned Semitic mind set) and his wife, 
Zipporah, interprets this as meaning that he has committed some fault. 
So she proceeds to circumcise the boy and also Moses himself (the 
mention of Moses’ “feet” seems an obvious euphemism). So, this 
circumcision seems to be a religious rite, somehow connected with 
marital relations, since his wife refers to him as “a bridegroom of 
blood”.  

Many theories based on what circumcision meant to the Midianites have 
been put forward to explain this expression and the whole ritual; but so 
far none of them is very satisfactory. The Fathers tended to comment on 
the passage allegorically, saying that Moses blessed his wife and 
children by means of this rite, to give them a share in the fruits of his 
salvific mission. Anyway, it does seem as though the sacred writer 
included this episode in order to show that Moses, the leader and 
lawgiver of the people, himself underwent circumcision  

4:27–31. The mountain of God is Mount Horeb. The mention of the 
holy mountain in this context underlines the sacred character of Aaron’s 
mission. The Bible often reports important events as having happened on 
a mountain; this has led many writers to reflect on the spiritual meaning 
of mountain. Origen, for example, says: “Peter, James and John also 
went up the mountain of God to merit the vision of Jesus when he was 
transfigured and to see him talking to Moses and Elijah in heaven. And 
you too: if you do not climb the mountain of God, that is, if you do not 
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attain the heights of spiritual knowledge, the Lord will be unable to open 
your mouth” (Homiliae in Exodum, 3, 2).1 

5:1–5. To hold a feast. —a religious pilgrimage ending in a popular 
celebration. The three great pilgrimages to Jerusalem which Israelites 
were obliged to attend in later times (cf. 23:14–17) were called “feasts”. 
The Israelites later came to appreciate the importance of this divine 
command, as also their duty to take part in the prescribed “feasts”. 

I do not know the Lord. The conflict between Moses and Pharaoh is 
not just personal, but also theological. The battle is between Seti, the god 
of Pharaoh, and HE WHO IS, the God of Moses. Pharaoh does not 
know the God of Moses, and Moses does not recognize the god of 
Pharaoh. The whole tug-of-wills over the release of the people of Israel 
must be seen in this theological context.2 (See Handout – Which God 
did Pharaoh Probably Know) 

5:19–23. O Lord, why have you done evil to this people. Moses is the 
intermediary between God and the people. In this simple and tense 
exchange we see how the people feel, and the kind of obstacles Moses 
meets in performing his mission. By emphasizing the difficulties 
involved in leaving Egypt, the sacred writer is preparing the reader to 
appreciate how great God’s intervention was. The people’s obstinacy 
was one of the things that most tested Moses’ faith. (Ibid. Gavigan p. 
267) 

 
1 Gavigan, J., McCarthy, B., & McGovern, T., eds. (1999). The Pentateuch (pp. 
260–265). Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 

2 Ponessa, J., & Manhardt, L. W. (2007). Moses and the Torah (p. 28). Emmaus 
Road Publishing. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/navarreotstandard01pent?ref=BibleRSVCE.Ex4.1-9&off=34&ctx=ed+miraculous+powers%7E%0a4%3a1%E2%80%939.+God+replies+
https://ref.ly/logosres/cmsmsstrh?ref=Page.p+28&off=546&ctx=e+to+him+in+Avaris.%0a%7EThe+conflict+between
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It is very important to understand the importance of the Covenant, which 
God initially made with Noah (Gen 9:8ff) after the flood, and which he 
later ratified with Abraham (Gen 17:1ff) and definitively inaugurated 
with the entire chosen people (Ex 19:24). Similar agreements ensured 
peace when made between equals, as perhaps was the case with pacts 
between nomadic tribes in the desert; or else they formalized a 
relationship between unequals when made, at the end of a war, between 
winner and loser. In both cases the contracting parties come out as 
beneficiaries. In the case of the divine Covenant, things are different; 
God -and only he- is the one who takes the initiative; the people -and 
only they- derive the benefit; God always does whatever he commits 
himself to do in the Covenant, even when the people break its main 
commandment—to follow him. The Covenant is, therefore, that act 
which best reveals God’s unconditional love, first to the chosen people, 
and later to all humanity men who in Christ share in the New and eternal 
Covenant. 

6:6. I will redeem you with an outstretched arm. Here, for the first 
time, a key word in salvation history is used—“redemption”. A 
redeemer (in Hebrew, go’el) was the person or family who for reasons of 
blood-relationship had an obligation to re-assert the infringed rights of 
an offended family member, be it getting him out of bondage, recovering 
a field or some other piece of property unjustly taken from him, or 
ensuring that reprisals were taken against a murderer. By taking this role 
of redeemer, God is committing himself to wipe out any injustices 
against the people—in the first instance setting it free from the bondage 
of slavery, as a symbol of liberation from the deeper bondage of sin, 
devil and death (cf. the note on Lev 25:23–24). 

6:14–27. These are the heads of their fathers’ houses. Genealogies 
like the one that follows were not normally meant to be historically very 
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accurate but are designed to show that there is continuity in the mission 
God entrusted to each of the tribes of Israel. The genealogy given here is 
important because it culminates in Aaron, the ancestor of the priestly 
class; it is repeated word for word in Numbers 3:1–10 and 26:57–61. 
(Ibid. Gavigan pp. 267-270) 

7:1. Aaron your brother shall be your prophet.  Aaron has been given 
a charge to speak on Moses’ behalf, which is the equivalent of speaking 
in God’s name. A prophet is someone chosen by God to proclaim the 
will of God and his plans of salvation. Therefore, foretelling the future is 
not what typifies a prophet, except when that future plays a part in God’s 
salvific plan. 

7:8–13. The miraculous rod/staff (closely connected with the story told 
in 4:1–5) further emphasizes the importance of Aaron, who is the one 
who actually wields this instrument of God’s miraculous power. 

The “wise men”, “sorcerers” and “magicians” (v. 11) were the pharaoh’s 
circle of advisers. Magical rites and snake-charming were held in high 
regard in the cultural and religious life of Egypt (cf. Gen 41:8). 

Commentators point out that snake charming was performed in Egypt 
from an early period. By use of music, the charmer hypnotizes the snake 
so that it becomes stiff as a rod, and can be handled safely. The 
magicians in the narrative are performing a reverse of the familiar 
routine, turning what appear to be rods into serpents. Pharaoh does not 
seem to be impressed. He actually finds the whole episode to be 
offensive, because the cobra was the ancient symbol of Upper Egypt. 
When the land was united into a single kingdom in 2910 BC, the 
southern cobra and the northern vulture were combined in the pharaonic 
headdress. Aaron’s miracle insulted the royal crown and hardened 
Pharaoh’s heart. (Ibid Ponessa p. 35) 
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God is shown to be more powerful than the pharaoh and his magicians 
not so much by his ability to work wonders as by his sovereign power: 
God is the Lord, the only Lord; all other powers are subject to him. The 
Fathers saw the rod as a figure of the cross, for, as St Paul says, Christ 
on the cross is the “power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24: 
cf. Origen, Homiliae in Exodum, 4, 6). 

Jewish tradition has conserved the names of two of the magicians of 
Egypt; St Paul, making this tradition his own, mentions them as being 
the prototype of obstinate people who deny even the most obvious truth: 
“As Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so these men also oppose the 
truth, men of corrupt mind and counterfeit faith” (2 Tim 3:8). 

7:13. And he would not listen to him as the Lord had said. The 
pharaoh’s obstinacy is a refrain which is repeated up to the last plague 
(cf. 7; 14; 8:11, 15, 28; 9:7, 12, 35). Insistence on this piece of 
information helps the reader to see time and time again that God alone 
can overcome the huge obstacles being raised against the deliverance of 
the sons of Israel, as can be seen in the key statement in the plague 
account, “By this you shall know that I am the Lord” (cf. 7:17; 8:6, 18; 
9:14; 10:2). 

Going Deeper. 

The Plagues 

The ten plagues that follow are actions God takes to prepare the 
mind of the pharaoh and the heart of the people for the massive 
Exodus from Egypt. The plagues, as they come, do increasing 
damage: the first four are merely nuisances, though serious 
ones; the next four affect people and their property; the ninth 
plunges the Egyptians in a mysterious darkness which prevents 
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all movement; the tenth inflicts terrible loss on families and 
forces the pharaoh to let the people of Israel go.  

God begins by acting through Moses and Aaron, but he 
gradually uses them less and less until it is he alone who is 
involved in the final catastrophe affecting the first-born. Some 
of the plagues are rather like the natural phenomena which 
occur from time to time in Egypt; but their being reported as 
marvels serves to highlight profound basic teaching—that God, 
the Lord of nature and of history, is intervening in a 
supernatural way to save his people from bondage and lead 
them to a new state of freedom and well-being.  

 

7:14–24. I will strike the water that is in the Nile. The first plague 
used against the pharaoh is the water turned to blood. Being an epic 
account, it is not surprising that it should reflect a phenomenon with 
which the Egyptians were familiar: the Nile in springtime takes on a 
reddish, bloody color, due to the mud which it brings down from 
Abyssinia; the natives call it the Red Nile. We should not be surprised if 
we notice small, seemingly apparent inconsistencies in this account: 
sometimes it is Moses who carries the rod, sometimes Aaron; the 
Egyptian magicians also turn water into blood even though all the water 
of Egypt has already become blood. Scholars point out that in gathering 
together the ancient traditions, the sacred writer’s aim is to recount the 
pharaoh’s direct confrontation with God, showing it as taking place on 
the Nile, which Egyptian literature and tradition point to as the country’s 
source of life and wealth. The book of Wisdom interprets this first 
plague as God’s just response to the killing of Hebrew children by 
drowning in the Nile: “in rebuke for the decree to slay the infants” 
(Wisdom 11:7). (Ibid. Gavigan p. 274) 



8 
 

The Nile was not just one river among many others. Without the waters 
flowing northwards from East Africa, Egypt would be the most barren of 
deserts. So Egyptians considered the Nile a sacred river, the gift of the 
gods. To them, this act of striking the river with a rod was practically 
sacrilegious. The fouling of the Nile was an attack on both the gods and 
the people of Egypt, so the king’s attitude is hard to comprehend. 

7:23. Pharaoh turned and went into his house, and he did not lay 
even this to heart. Pharaoh doesn’t seem to care about the welfare of 
his people. For them, the poisoning of the water is disastrous. He even 
shrugs off the effect on him personally since he habitually goes down to 
the riverbank every morning—probably to pray as well as to bathe. 

Christians should note that this miracle seems to foreshadow those 
miracles when Jesus turns water into wine, and later wine into His 
Blood. The banqueters in Cana and the Upper Room knew the Moses 
story well, and saw a profound continuity between the liberating 
miracles of Moses and of Jesus. There is also a connection between the 
Books of Exodus and Revelation, which foretells that “a third of the sea 
became blood, a third of the living creatures in the sea died” (Revelation 
8:9), and “a third of the waters became wormwood, and many men died 
of the water, because it was made bitter” (Revelation 8:11). (Ibid. 
Ponessa p. 36) 


